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High Frequency Vocabulary in a Secondary Quebec ESL Textbook Corpus 
Juliane Oliveira Pisani Martini 
It is widely accepted that high-frequency vocabulary must be taught in ESL/EFL 
classrooms, and that learners benefit from learning it (Schmitt, 2011; Nation, 2001). 
Research also confirms that recycling vocabulary is beneficial in facilitating the 
acquisition of vocabulary knowledge Milton (2009). In order to understand the lexical 
characteristics of classroom input secondary ESL learners in Québec are exposed to, I 
gathered and analyzed a corpus of Ministry-approved textbooks (Collection Quest for 
cycle 2 published by Chenelière Éducation). Subsequently, I used the corpus findings to 
develop a pedagogical word list that targets high frequency words that may need more 
emphasis or be missing entirely. Results showed that there are considerable deficits in the 
vocabulary presented in the three books. The 1k level was considered well represented 
because most words at this level occur in the books frequently and are widely recycled 
across the volumes. At the 2k and 3k levels, most words also occur in the books; however 
their frequency and range of occurrence are not satisfactory in terms of promoting 
successful acquisition. As for the mid-frequency vocabulary, results show that students 
have very few opportunities to encounter these words in their books. Most of the words 
between the 3k and the 9k levels are not recycled frequently in the corpus.  
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Without grammar very little can be conveyed; without vocabulary nothing can be 
conveyed." (Wilkins, 1972, p. 111) 
Chapter 1. Introduction 
 My interest in vocabulary came as a natural development of my career as a second 
language teacher. On many occasions, textbooks available on the market were not 
suitable to the needs of specific groups of students I was teaching. Therefore, I had to 
face the challenge of developing pedagogical materials that were more relevant to their 
learning requirements, especially in terms of vocabulary. Those materials involved goals 
that ranged from basic communication to technical vocabulary for professional purposes, 
such as political science, environmental issues related to the natural resources industry, 
peace and conflict resolution, and the basic language and culture of business. In all these 
cases, the questions that always came to my mind were: How do I select the vocabulary 
for each exercise or activity? Which words are most relevant to achieving second 
language learners’ goals?  
I realized that the answer to my questions could be found in the way vocabulary is 
selected for the textbook itself. A corpus analysis of second language textbook materials 
may be useful to indicate whether experienced authors select vocabulary using word 
frequency lists or by simply relying on their intuitions. Such an analysis might also 
identify possible gaps in lexical content. Is it possible that many important words that 
learners need to know are missing? In addition, textbook corpora can be good indicators 
of the quality and quantity of language used in language classes. They provide 





researchers with samples of oral and written input that serve as models for learners’ 
production.  
The research I describe in this thesis investigates the lexical content of secondary 
ESL textbooks used in Quebec. The reason for my choice is as follows: One of the main 
issues in literacy generally, and second language reading in particular, is the fact that 
many readers do not have a vocabulary that is large enough to understand the content of 
the text they read. Nation (2006) suggests that a vocabulary of 8,000 to 9,000 word 
families is necessary in order to understand written texts in English (p. 59). For the 
purposes of this study, a word family is defined as the base form of the word (e.g. limit) 
and its basic inflected and derived forms such as limiting, limits, limitation, and unlimited 
(Nation, 2001). The problem of such a large vocabulary size being required to read texts 
is more complicated in EFL contexts, where language users sometimes have very little 
contact with the L2 other than in school contexts. Quebec is arguably such a context. 
There are parts of the province where students have little or no regular contact with the 
English language outside of the ESL classroom. Although they have easy access to it 
through the media due to the proximity to English-speaking provinces and the United 
States, French is the language most spoken in the community (Lightbown & Spada, 
1994). The distribution of languages spoken at home in Quebec is as follows: 81.1% 
French, 10% English, and 8.9% other language(s) (Statistics Canada, Census 2006). Thus 
the class textbooks may represent a large proportion of the English input many learners in 
this context and other similar ones are exposed to (Alsaif & Milton, 2012; Milton, 2009; 
Römer, 2004), and for this reason it is important to understand more about their 
vocabulary content.  





 There is reason to think that English instruction in Quebec is not adequately 
focused on learners’ true lexical needs and that more importance should be given to 
vocabulary that is useful for their academic work. Cobb’s (2000) investigation of English 
placement test data from approximately 1,000 Francophone students registered for ESL 
courses at a Montreal university reveals that, among other issues, Francophone learners 
lacked receptive knowledge of many high-frequency English words, especially those of 
Anglo-Saxon origin. However, research with more advanced francophone learners in 
Europe identified a different problem: Granger’s (1996) investigation found that 
advanced French learners of English overuse basic Germanic words in their formal 
academic writing and underuse cognates. Taken together these studies suggest that there 
are issues related to the receptive and productive knowledge of the most frequent words 
in English for francophone learners. Thus there is need for research to explore high-
frequency vocabulary in the pedagogical materials French-speaking secondary learners 
are exposed to. 
 The current study has two purposes: The first is to gather and analyze a corpus of 
textbooks to see which words Quebec secondary learners are exposed to in ESL class; the 
second is to use the corpus findings to develop a pedagogical word list that targets high 
frequency words that may need more emphasis or be missing entirely. As outlined in 
Chapter 3, the research methodology involved analyzing the entire lexical content of a 
popular series of ESL books using lexical frequency profiling software (LFP). As we will 
see in Chapter 4, the results of the analysis were then used to create a word list that can 
help materials designers and teachers in their lexical choices. But first, the next sections 





explain why this project is specifically relevant to francophone students in Quebec and to 
students at the secondary level in particular. 
Context of the Study 
In contextualizing the study, the notion of text coverage is important to define.  It 
refers to the extent to which the words in a particular text are represented on frequency 
lists. For example, lexical frequency profiling analysis shows that 76.32% of the words in 
this thesis are on the list of the 1,000 most frequent words of English according to lists 
based on the British National Corpus (BNC) developed by Nation (2006). About 7.73% 
are from the 2,000 most frequent words and 2.26% from the 3,000 for a total coverage of 
86.31% by all of the 3,000. The rest are less frequent words and proper nouns. 
 The concept of coverage is important because one of the main issues in reading 
comprehension is the finding that not all learners of English have a vocabulary that is 
large enough to understand the content of English texts. Nation (2006) suggests that a 
vocabulary of 8,000 to 9,000 word-families is necessary in order to understand written 
texts in English at the level of 98% known word coverage; with knowledge at this level, 
learners will be able to understand 98% of the words in a typical text designed for native-
speakers and be able to infer the meanings of the remaining 2% of unfamiliar words from 
context. But attaining such a large vocabulary size is probably an unrealistic goal for the 
population targeted in this study.  
 Recent testing in secondary schools in the Montreal area revealed 
substantial gaps in vocabulary knowledge at the 1,000 to 6,000 frequency levels (White, 





Martini, Horst, & Cobb, 2012). More specifically, the mean score on a test given to 
learners who had completed five years of secondary schooling showed that they 
recognized the meanings of 59% (public school students) or 69% (private school 
students) of 60 items that sampled the 1,000-6,000 frequency zones. Thus about a third or 
more of these important high frequency words were not recognized by these learners. 
According to the BNC Corpus, words in the 1,000 to 6,000 frequency levels (also 
referred to as 1k-6k) represent approximately 88% of words in written texts, which is 
well below the 98% of words necessary to understand most texts (Nation, 2006). The 
results also suggest that students’ English vocabulary knowledge improves throughout 
the secondary years but does not reach fully satisfactory levels to support reading 
comprehension of authentic unsimplified texts designed for native speakers. In other 
words, secondary students in Quebec are lacking a significant amount of lexical 
knowledge that ideally should be learned before they start their post-secondary studies.  
 The current study is part of a larger project called “Two paths to second 
language literacy: targeted word study and cross-linguistic awareness.” This project is 
being developed at the Department of Education at Concordia University. Taken as a 
whole, the goal is to make sure that secondary ESL learners leave school with substantial 
vocabulary knowledge and are well prepared for the next stage of their education in 
college or university.   
 In brief, the goal of the study is to use corpus methodology to create a 
word list that is pedagogically useful to secondary level students in Quebec as a step 
toward addressing this gap in vocabulary knowledge. The list may be useful to teachers 





who need to develop extra materials to complement the existing books, to students who 
will do academic studies in English, and to ESL learners who need basic 
proficiency/literacy in L2 (e.g. to read the newspaper in English). The following section 
will present an overview of corpus studies that focus on frequency lists, specialist lists, 















Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 This chapter begins with a discussion of two key concepts that are relevant to the 
study: corpus, frequency. Then I review research that illustrates the usefulness of a 
corpus-informed approach to investigating the lexical characteristics of language. Lists of 
frequent English words are an important contribution resulting from this body of 
research; several of these lists are described briefly. I also present studies that show the 
inconsistencies between the language found in textbooks and various corpora of ‘real’ 
language.  Finally, I review previous corpus-informed investigations of ESL textbooks, 
ending with studies specific to the vocabulary of textbooks. 
Corpus Studies 
 A corpus is a large “collection of texts” that is compiled in order to represent a 
specific topic or genre (O’Keefe, McCarthy & Carter, 2007, p. 1). It can represent written 
or spoken discourse or both (e.g. academic discourse or technical writing for specific 
subject areas). Once collected, these electronic texts can be analysed in a variety of ways 
according to the research goal. The following paragraphs will explain the evolution and 
importance of corpora in vocabulary studies, some parameters to create corpora and some 
ways of analyzing them.   
 Corpus research has transformed the way scholars view vocabulary studies. 
Corpora started to be collected beginning in the early 1900s, first manually and later with 
the help of modern technological tools. The analyses of these collections of texts are now 
the main lexical sources for lexicography, or dictionary writing (Schmitt, 2000, pp. 68-





69). Schmitt (2010) states that corpus analysis has been one of the most important 
achievements in vocabulary studies which allows researchers to understand how 
authentic language works (p. 12). Instead of creating hypothetical models of written or 
spoken productions, it is possible to have access to databases containing millions of 
words available for a variety of quantitative and qualitative analyses. As mentioned, a 
corpus can contain only spoken or written texts, or a combination of both; it can also 
represent many variations of the same language (e.g. regional varieties of English, 
academic vocabulary, speech production of native and non-native speakers). Some 
examples of large corpora are the British National Corpus (BNC) containing over 100 
million words of written and spoken British English from a variety of sources (BNC, 
2010); the Cambridge English Corpus (CEC), a collection of eight corpora, containing 1 
billion words from written and spoken British and American sources (CEC, 2011); the 
Corpus of English as a Lingua Franca in Academic Settings (ELFA), containing 1 million 
words of spoken ELF data (ELFA, 2007); the Corpus of Contemporary American English 
(COCA), a 425 million-word corpus containing written and spoken data (COCA, 2011), 
among others.  
 In order to create a corpus, it is necessary to define the criteria for text selection. 
These criteria should involve choosing between spoken or written productions, specific 
subject areas, the size of the texts, the type of discourse and the date the text was created. 
It is also important to make sure that the corpus is representative of the type of discourse 
you are trying to investigate (e.g. an academic corpus that represents different fields of 
university study). An example of a representative academic corpus is the Academic 
Corpus (Coxhead, 2000, pp. 213-214), which was carefully collected taking into 





consideration various subject areas (e.g. arts, commerce, law, science) and the different 
types of texts used in universities (e.g. academic journals, textbooks, words from other 
corpora). The author also used texts written by various people in different English-
speaking countries (Coxhead, 2000, pp. 219-220). The result was a corpus that has 
proved to be very useful to researchers interested in academic writing.  
 The great strength of corpora is that they show how language is actually used in 
different contexts. They are easy-to-access collections that allow the investigation of 
word frequency and lexical-grammatical profiles (e.g. collocates, chunks, syntactic 
patterns) (O’Keefe et al, 2007; Schmitt, 2000). For this reason, they provide researchers 
with the possibility of performing a variety of investigations, in order to describe specific 
features of authentic language. Once certain features are identified, the use of language 
for specific purposes becomes easier and less intuitive, hence more accurate.  
 In the following paragraphs, I will describe an important application – the use of 
corpora in creating lists of frequent word families.  
Frequency 
 According to Schmitt (2010), vocabulary frequency is one of the most 
fundamental aspects of language of interest to teachers, students and textbook writers.  
This rests on the basic idea that the most frequent words of a language are the most useful 
words for learners to know. The frequency of words can be used to indicate how 
language behaves in specific contexts and also to compare a variety of situations. For 
example, frequency profiles can show the contrasts between written and spoken corpora, 





native and non-native speaker corpora, and also the occurrence of specific words and 
multi-word units. Thus kid is a frequent word in spoken English (26 instance per million 
words in the BNC) but is much less frequent in written (7 instances per million). In a 
study investigating the acquisition of vocabulary through reading, Zahar, Cobb and Spada 
(2001) conclude that word frequency plays an important role in vocabulary acquisition 
(e.g. the more frequent a word is, the more likely it will be acquired). Their results show 
a significantly stronger influence of frequency among beginner learners, who need to 
encounter the same word many times in order to acquire it. The conclusion suggests that 
frequency is a strong predictor of L2 acquisition. 
 In corpus studies, vocabulary is often divided in 1,000-word frequency bands; for 
instance, the first 1,000 band (or 1k) represents the most frequent words in English. In 
this thesis, two formats are used interchangeably to refer to thousand-word frequency 
bands. Both figures (e.g. 1,000) and the designation ‘k’ (e.g. 1k) are used. Nation (2001) 
suggests that the 2k level represents the upper limit for high-frequency vocabulary; 
however, this thesis research was guided by Schmitt’s (2011) definitions, which are: 
High-frequency vocabulary is represented by the 1k through the 3k zones; mid-frequency 
vocabulary includes words between the end of the 3k to the beginning of the 9k zone; and 
low-frequency vocabulary includes words at the 9k zone and above. 
  In addition to identifying frequent single words, corpus researchers have 
also recognized the importance of frequent multi-word units. For instance, in an analysis 
of the most frequent 1,000 content words in the BNC spoken section, Shin and Nation 
(2007) identified the most frequent collocations in English that could help L2 learners 





focus on the study of multi-word units. The authors argue that collocations are specially 
challenging to students and that identifying the most common ones in English could be 
very helpful to beginner level learners. Their list of the first 100 most frequent 
collocations (pp. 8-10) can be very useful when teachers and material designers need to 
make choices of what to teach.  
 So far, we have considered the importance of frequent lexis learners may 
encounter in academic material (Coxhead, 2000), stories read in ESL class (Zahar et al. 
2001), or in spoken English generally (Shin & Nation, 2007). The spoken classroom 
environment is another rich source for investigating the quality and quantity of 
vocabulary input available to L2 learners (Milton, 2009). But Brown, Waring, & 
Donkaewbua (2008) warn that comprehension-focused listening may only be effective 
for learning new vocabulary if a new word is encountered at least 30 times (as cited in 
Horst, 2010, p. 162), which seems to be a very high number of occurrences.  Based on 
this parameter, Horst (2010) describes a corpus study that investigates the potential 
efficiency of teacher speech in the acquisition of frequent words in English. The research 
conducted in a Québec setting concludes that most words are not recycled as many times 
as needed for vocabulary acquisition; hence hearing words in teacher talk may not be a 
good predictor of the vocabulary students learn. The study suggests that acquisition only 
through listening is more complex and requires more work than just hearing a word a few 
times. 
 Nonetheless, the study points to the usefulness of a corpus-based approach. If a 
teacher talk corpus can help us understand a portion of input students encounter in the 





classroom, it is also important to investigate the other forms of written and spoken input 
that L2 learners have access to (Horst, 2010; Milton, 2009). The current study will 
investigate the language found in secondary ESL textbooks and identify the gaps, if any, 
in the lexical choices made by material designers. That is, the vocabulary that occurs in 
the textbook will be measured against lists of words that are known to occur frequently in 
a large corpus that is representative of the English language as a whole in order to arrive 
to a useful word list for these groups of students. Thus the goal of this research is to 
investigate the connection between natural language corpora and textbook corpora in 
order to develop a principled, frequency-informed list that is specially designed to aid 
comprehension of written language students in Québec are likely to encounter in their 
studies later in high school, CEGEP, and university. Previous studies of textbook corpora 
will be discussed later in subsequent sections, but first we turn to research that reports on 
the concept of ‘specialist lists’. 
Specialist lists 
 Nation (2001) defines specialized vocabulary as lists of words based on the 
analysis of texts on specific and restricted topics. As examples, the author mentions 
special vocabulary used in technical texts, in academic articles, and in newspaper articles, 
among others. Specialized lexicons can include words occurring in very restrictive 
domains (e.g. linguistics) or broader fields of study (e.g. arts).  
 The importance of identifying specialized vocabulary is that the knowledge of 
frequently occurring specialized words can offer high levels of known-word coverage for 
various kinds of texts, and this makes them more comprehensible to learners (Coxhead 





2000; Nation, 2001; Nation, 2006). In order to guess the meaning of possibly unknown 
less frequent words, learners must know the meaning of the “majority of tokens” in a 
discourse (Schmitt, 2000, p. 73). By way of illustration, learners whose main need is to 
understand chemistry texts in English may be able to reach a high level of coverage more 
efficiently by studying a specialist list of words that occur frequently in a corpus of 
chemistry texts. If the ideal coverage of a text is 98% (Nation, 2006), which is a very 
high percentage, knowledge of the words on special lists, added to knowledge of the most 
frequent words in English, can increase the accessibility of texts to ESL/EFL learners 
considerably.  
 An example of a widely used specialized vocabulary list is described in the 
previously mentioned work by Coxhead (2000). Her study focuses on the development of 
an academic word list (AWL) extracted from a corpus of 3.5 million words from 28 
different academic subject areas. In order to do that, the author created lists of the words 
contained in this corpus and eliminated any that were part of West’s (1953) General 
Service List because these basic words were assumed to be known to learners who are at 
the level of undertaking university studies in English. Other criteria used for word 
selection were that they had to be frequent and have range. That is, they had to occur at 
least 100 times in the corpus as a whole, 10 times in each of the four main-subject 
sections, and in at least 15 of the 28 subject areas. The problem Coxhead found in 
previous attempts to create frequency lists was that they were based on small corpora and 
not a “balanced range of topics” (p. 214). The result of her work was a new AWL 
containing 570 word families (e.g. concept, conception, concepts, conceptual, 
conceptualisation, etc.) that are likely to help EAP students in their studies.  





 Following the concept of specialized vocabulary, in the present study, I tried to 
arrive at a list of word families that can help Quebec secondary students develop the 
necessary language skills for academic literacy in English. I constructed this list by 
identifying the vocabulary that occurs frequently in their textbooks (i.e. a specialist 
textbook list) and then building on this list and supplementing it as needed. The resulting 
list, the SEL (Secondary ESL List) is informed by lists of the most frequent words in 
English and can be used by materials designers to choose lexical items to include in their 
materials.   
 In the next section, I will present a review of some studies that have explored the 
use of general corpora to inform textbook development. In addition, I will discuss the 
relevance of using textbook corpora as a tool to develop L2 pedagogical materials.  
Native Speaker Corpora, Textbooks and Textbook Corpora 
 The importance of corpora in language learning is largely accepted in the field of 
applied linguistics. Römer (2004) identified a gap in research stating that most studies 
focus on learner corpora versus native-speaker corpora, while they should also investigate 
the language input presented in the classroom (e.g. textbooks, classroom speech, etc). 
However, the use of native speaker corpora as a tool to develop ESL/EFL materials is 
still a controversial subject among researchers. Although the majority of studies 
recognize the importance of using ‘real’ language in pedagogical materials (Davidson et 
al., 2008; Harwood, 2005; Holmes, 1988; Lee, 2006; O’Keefe et al., 2007;  Römer, 2004; 
Shortall, 2007; Sinclair, 1997), some argue that native speaker authenticity is not a reality 
in the classroom context (Widdowson, 2000; Cook, 2001). In this section, I will present 





the arguments based on empirical evidence that support the use of corpora, as well as the 
ones against it. 
 O’Keefe et al., (2007) and Harwood (2005) agree that most textbook language is 
chosen based solely on intuition about how language works in real contexts. Even though 
the authors recognize the purpose of using “scripted dialogues”, they claim that recent 
evidence shows enough reasons to challenge it (O’Keefe et al, 2007, 21). Constructed and 
simplified texts and dialogues fail to represent the nuances and language variations that 
occur in ‘real’ writing and conversation, thus denying learners the opportunity to 
encounter more authentic contexts. Sinclair (1997) and Granger (1998) also believe that 
the use of real examples should be the basis of pedagogical materials and that they should 
not be created from hypothetical contexts. 
 In fact, Harwood (2005) suggests that the ESL/EFL materials found in the market 
are “highly unsatisfactory” and in need of adjustment to the most recent findings in 
corpus studies (p. 149). The author adds that many material developers are not familiar 
with language learning theories and they frequently fail to use a systematic methodology 
when writing textbooks. Instead of using intuition-based generalizations about language 
use, they should try to select suitable corpora for pedagogical purposes and use this 
information to produce language learning materials. Teaching/learning materials 
represent a substantial amount of the language learners come across (Davidson, Indefrey 
& Gullberg, 2008; Milton, 2009), and for this reason, they should reflect as accurately as 
possible what is found in large written and spoken corpora that are able to systematically 
capture the realities of the whole language. 





 The focus of studies that investigate the limitations of intuition-based textbook 
language can vary from single lexical items to grammatical structures, such as 
expressions of doubt and certainty (Holmes, 1988), the use of if-clauses (Römer, 2004), 
the subjunctive were vs. the indicative was (Lee, 2006), the use of the present perfect 
tense (Shortall, 2007), and as many others as research can identify. The paragraphs below 
will present empirical evidence of the discrepancies found between ESL/EFL textbooks 
and various corpora. 
 The first study I will discuss is Holmes’ (1988) analysis of expressions of doubt 
and certainty, which include modal verbs (e.g. can, must, and might), lexical verbs (e.g. 
appear, believe, and doubt), adverbs (e.g. actually, clearly, and probably), nouns (e.g. 
assumption, evidence, and speculation), and adjectives (e.g. apparent, evident, and 
likely). The author compares the corpora of two ESL course books and two ESL 
reference grammars with large written and spoken corpora of natural language. The 
analyses indicate that the lexical content of each book varies significantly and does not 
contain the same proportion of occurrences we find in the corpora of natural written and 
spoken language. For example, although the modal verb might (expressing possibility) is 
very frequent in the actual language use (both spoken and written), it is completely 
disregarded in one of the books used in the study. In another textbook, there is excessive 
attention to modal verbs and complete disregard for the other strategies frequently used to 
express modality in the corpora, such as the possibilities mentioned above. The outcome 
suggests that some textbooks fail to teach the many possibilities to express doubt and 
certainty in English and therefore limit language learning to specific structures.        





  In a study following a similar design, Römer (2004) analysed twelve volumes of 
two introductory EFL course book series used in secondary schools in Germany and 
compared these with the spoken part of the BNC corpus. In order to obtain data 
representing only spoken language, the author carefully selected the textbook material, 
excluding narratives and other items that do not represent speech production, and 
compiled the German English as a Foreign Language Textbook Corpus (GEFL TC). 
Results show variations in the use of if-clauses between the GEFL TC and the BNC, 
indicating that there are discrepancies in the way we teach this structure and the way we 
use it. Some examples of these differences are: (1) the if-part in initial position is more 
frequent in the BNC; (2) the BNC presents more different combinations of tense form; 
(3) if you is the most frequent collocate in the BNC but it has the same frequency as other 
collocates in the GEFL TC; among others. The main issue identified in this study is that 
the three types of if-clauses presented in most ESL textbooks are not accurate 
representations of language use and that many more variations involving this structure are 
likely to happen in conversation. Finally, the study suggests that a review of certain 
structures presented in textbooks is needed and can benefit from corpus analysis. 
 In another study in the same vein, Lee (2006) investigated a collection of 20 
grammar books and textbooks used by high school students in Hong Kong and compared 
their language to the Australian Corpus of English (ACE), the Australian Ozcorp, and the 
Hong Kong Corpus (HKC). The language feature examined is the alternation between the 
subjunctive were and the indicative was in the following structures: If I was/were there 
and I wish I was/were. The study suggests that most books analysed tend to bring a 
prescriptive norm to the language teaching rather than focusing on the actual use of the 





varieties of English (p. 81). Results show that, although the use of subjunctive were is 
still present in writing, the frequent use of the indicative was is neglected in many 
textbooks and said to be a wrong use of the English language. These inconsistencies 
between textbook language and a variety of corpora indicates, one more time, the need 
for a complete reform in the way language is chosen for pedagogical use. 
 The last study presented here is Shortall’s (2007) analysis of thirteen textbook 
series (32 books in total) and the comparison with the Bank of English 20-million word 
spoken British corpus (Brspok). The structure investigated was the use of the simple and 
the continuous forms of the present perfect. Results show that there are significant 
differences between the use of this verb tense in the textbook corpus and in the Brspok, 
such as: (1) overuse of the present perfect continuous in textbooks; (2) overuse of the 
adverbs yet and already in textbooks. According to this data analysis, the adverbs are said 
to be used as “tense markers” and give learners the wrong impression that present perfect 
should always be associated with them (p. 157). One more time we see how inaccurate 
and far from ‘real’ language textbook lexical choices and grammatical structures can be. 
Authentic language should be, at least partially, used in the design of those books 
investigated in the study.  
 Despite all the evidence showing the advantages of using appropriate corpora in 
textbook development to rectify problems such as those described above, some authors 
state that the limitations of corpus linguistics and any pedagogy based on it should be 
carefully delineated. Widdowson (2000) believes that corpus analysis should not define 
which language we teach because it describes language out of context and “only partially 
real” (p. 7). When we define the language content for a course through corpus studies, we 





are using linguistics, which is a theoretical concept, instead of applied linguistics. We are 
trying to bring an isolated language feature into the classroom. The author adds that, in 
any case, authenticity is impossible because the classroom is a special context of its own 
and cannot be an authentic environment in the sense of being representative of the way 
native speakers use the language. Like Widdowson, Cook (2001) believes that invented 
examples are particularly useful to teach specific structures presented in textbooks.  
 After careful consideration of the empirical evidence presented in this section, I 
conclude that corpora are excellent references for developing pedagogical materials 
because they reflect the use of language in ‘real’ contexts. In my view, analyses of 
textbook corpora can bring significant pedagogical benefits to ESL/EFL learners and 
should be more explored in current corpus linguistics studies regardless of any arguments 
against their use. The range of opinions points to a possible compromise: we can try to be 
as authentic as possible without neglecting specific classroom needs. The proposed SEL 
uses a corpus approach to bridge between both realities: the textbook lexical content and 
what is real in the language as a whole.  
 In the next section, I will discuss the three key vocabulary considerations that 
textbook corpora can shed light on. These are the availability of high-frequency lexis in 
ESL textbooks, the recycling of this vocabulary in the corpus as a whole, and the 
recurrence of words across books (range). 
 
 





Vocabulary in ESL Textbooks 
 On the point of the availability of high-frequency lexis, a recent study by 
Matsuoka & Hirsh (2010) used a textbook corpus to consider the nature of the vocabulary 
content of an integrated skills ESL textbook for upper intermediate learners. Results 
suggest that for the specific ESL textbook they investigated, there is a good chance 
students will learn words in the high-frequency zone (2k) but will have very little 
opportunity to encounter words beyond this level repeatedly. The authors suggest that 
supplemental materials should be provided to students in order to enhance vocabulary 
development in higher frequency levels and the academic level.  
 As for research on recycling, in a 1990 discussion, Nation shows how little 
repetition of words occurs in standard textbooks. For instance, in some textbooks new 
words are presented only once, while in others, the majority of different words are 
repeated only five times or less (p. 44).  Similarly, Kachroo (1962) reports that Indian 
learners of English were able to learn most of the words that occurred seven or more 
times in their textbooks but fewer of the many that occurred once or twice. Also, 
Matsuoka & Hirsh (2010) show that 33.3% of the 2k words represented in their textbook 
corpus are repeated only once. Consequently, there is little opportunity for these high-
frequent words to be learned.  
  More recently, Milton (2009) confirms that vocabulary recycling is 
beneficial in facilitating vocabulary knowledge. However, there is no agreement on the 
exact number of times each word should be repeated in a textbook. Recommendations 
vary from six (Zahar, Cobb & Spada 2001) or seven times (Kachroo, 1962) to 16 times 





(Saragi et al., 1978) but researchers also agree that some words that are not recycled can 
be learned as well. In this project, I will assume that if a word family is recycled ten times 
or more, it is likely to be known to the learners; this is in line with the study by Horst 
(2009), which used this criterion in analyzing a teacher speech corpus. 
 On the point of range (the extent to which words recur across a number of 
different texts), Milton’s (2009) analyses show that different textbooks designed for a 
particular level of proficiency vary a great deal in terms of lexical choices, vocabulary 
size and repetitions. The author suggests that there is little agreement on what the criteria 
for textbook vocabulary content should be. Although it is widely accepted that high-
frequency words should be included in all textbooks, research shows that there is a large 
variety of vocabulary across textbooks, and thus a small number of common words in 
different textbooks (pp. 202-203). In a 2001 discussion, Nation explains that the 
distribution of words plays an important role in vocabulary acquisition. Instead of 
spending a long period of time studying words, these repetitions should be spread across 
many days. Results show that spaced repetitions and repetitions at increasingly longer 
intervals promote more learning (Pimsleur, 1967). As an example, if a set of words needs 
to be studied for thirty minutes, it is better to spread the time across many days in larger 
intervals that to study these words for thirty minutes in only one day. Although there is 
no agreement on the exact intervals for studying a word, research shows that spaced 
repetitions enable learners to remember words for longer periods of time.   
 Taken together, the studies presented here reinforce the idea that the most useful 
words for teaching a language are the ones with high frequency and wide range across the 





materials (Richards, 2001). The proposed research aimed to follow the above 
recommendations; it provides secondary ESL teachers in Quebec with a word list that 
may be used as an additional source of vocabulary to complement existing Ministry-
approved textbooks. 
Summary of the Literature Review 
 In the discussion of research above, I first established the usefulness of corpora in 
capturing the nature of authentic language, and I described an important corpus 
application: the identification of frequent words that are important for language learners 
to know. Secondly, I showed that corpus-based frequency lists geared towards particular 
learner needs can help make learning efficient. In the case of secondary ESL learners in 
Quebec, if we can focus our teaching on words that cover the majority of written and 
spoken productions, we would improve syllabus design significantly. However, it is 
probably not possible to ensure that these learners can acquire the 8,000 or 9,000 high 
frequency words needed. Schmitt (2011) offers a useful way forward. He suggests that, in 
terms of cost/benefit, learners should be taught high-frequency vocabulary (1k through 
3k) explicitly. Therefore the proposed research focused on the occurrence of words in 
these three frequency bands in a series of ESL textbooks.   
 Previous corpus-informed studies of language textbooks examined in the 
literature review showed that there are gaps between real English and the English of ESL 
textbooks. Studies of particular features (such as if-clauses or the perfect tense) found 
there was over- or under-emphasis of the feature. Especially relevant for my research are 
the studies that considered all of the vocabulary presented in a particular textbook (or set 





of textbooks) in terms of the inclusion of high frequency words, the number of times 
these words were recycled, and their spread or range across the chapters or units of the 
textbooks. The picture that emerges consistently shows deficits on all three points. Given 
these findings, it is likely that the textbooks I analyse will also show that some word 
families from the 1k, 2k and 3k lists are missing entirely and those that do occur are not 
recycled at least ten times over three of three books. But none of the research I 
encountered set out to address such deficits positively by providing a principled, 
research-informed list specially designed to meet the needs of a particular group of 
learners. This is the goal of the thesis research which evaluates the vocabulary strengths 
and weaknesses of an entire series of ESL books, resulting in a pedagogical list that will 
supplement any deficits that are found. 
 Therefore, after investigating the current research and identifying the need for 
studies involving textbook corpora and the use of ‘real’ language in pedagogical 
materials, I propose a new corpus study and a list of word families in English, the SEL, 
which was designed to help Quebec secondary students in their academic work. My 
intention is not to fault the work of material designers when developing a textbook series, 
but to find useful solutions to make their job easier in the future.  In the next section, I 
will present the research questions proposed for this study.  
Research Questions 
 The main goal of this study is to arrive at a useful pedagogical list, the SEL, 
which may help secondary students in Quebec in their future academic studies. The 
objective is to form a list containing between 500-1,000 word families. This size was 





chosen because it represents a manageable number of words to target in a program of 
ESL instruction in the three years of high school that follow on Secondary 2 (i.e. about 10 
new words per week x 35 weeks x 3 years). Although Nation (2001) suggests the 2k level 
as the upper limit for high-frequency vocabulary, this study followed Schmitt’s (2011) 
more recent parameters for high-frequency vocabulary: the 1k-3k zones. Due to the 
importance of teaching high-frequency lexis explicitly (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2011), this 
pedagogical list will contain only words included in the 1k, 2k, and 3k levels of the BNC 
Corpus. However it will not include 1k, 2k, and 3k words that have been recycled 
repeatedly in the materials since these words can be assumed to be already known. 
Additionally, an analysis of the occurrence of words between the 3k and the 9k frequency 
zones (mid-frequency vocabulary) will be included because it will provide teachers and 
materials designers with an idea of the next vocabulary levels they should focus on. 
Details of the selection process follow below and in the methodology section.  
I propose the following research questions:  
Research question 1: 
a. To what extent are all of the 1,000, 2,000 and 3,000 most frequent word 
families of English represented in a widely used sequence of secondary 
textbooks? 
b. Does this change with the inclusion of the workbooks? 
 





Research question 2: 
a. To what extent are these words used repeatedly across the books (in all three 
 books) and in the entire corpus (10 times or more)? 
b. Does this change with the inclusion of the workbooks? 
Research question 3: Which 1,000, 2,000, 3,000-level words are missing in the core 
textbooks? 
Research question 4: To what extent are all of the 4,000, 5,000, 6,000, 7,000 and 8,000 
most frequent word families of English represented in the core textbooks? 
My hypotheses for each question are:  
Research question 1:  
a. High frequency words are underrepresented in the vocabulary content of the 
book series. 
b. The inclusion of the workbook content does not change the frequency 
distribution of words. 
Research question 2:  
a. Most words are not recycled more than 10 times and do not occur in all three 
books. 





b. The inclusion of the workbook content improves the recycling of the words. 
Research question 3: Many 1,000 to 3,000-level words are missing in the books. 
Research question 4: Most 4,000, 5,000, 6,000, 7,000 and 8,000-level words are missing 
in the books. 
 The purpose of the first question that investigates the 1k, 2k and 3k lexis that 
occurs in the secondary textbooks is to determine the extent to which learners are able to 
meet these important words. It might be expected that by the end of three years of 
secondary-cycle 2 ESL study, learners would have met all 3,000 of these frequent word 
families in their learning materials at least once. However, the textbook analysis by 
Matsuoka and Hirsch (2010) showed that only 603 families of the 1,000-member 2k list 
occurred in the materials they investigated. Similarly, a classroom speech corpus by 
Horst (2010) showed that only 583 families of the 2k level and 309 families of the 3k 
level occurred in the 121,000-word teacher talk corpus. In the same vein, an analysis of a 
typical series of Quebec primary ESL books found that high-frequency words are 
underrepresented (about 26% of the 1k, 2k, and 3k levels were missing) in the corpus 
(Horst, White, & Cobb, 2011). These findings are the basis for the expectation that many 
high frequency words will be present in the materials but the 1k, 2k, and 3k lists will not 
be represented in their entirety. This previous research is the basis for the hypothesized 
outcome to the first research question. The workbooks are supposed to contain the same 
words found in the textbooks; so adding the workbook material to the textbook corpus is 
not expected to substantially change the extent to which high frequency words occur.  





 As for the second question that pertains to repetition, while it cannot be assumed 
that learners know all of the words that occur in a textbook, it is reasonable to think that 
words that recur frequently are likely to be known (Kachroo, 1962; Saragi et al., 1978; 
Zahar et al. 2001). It is expected that there will be a core set of high frequency words that 
are recycled often in the textbooks and these will be considered as ‘known’. It is 
important to identify ‘known’ words so that they can be excluded from the proposed 
pedagogical list. However, a study by Horst (2010) shows that most words ranging from 
the 3k to the 20k levels may occur only once or twice in an entire 121,000-word teacher 
talk corpus representing more than 30 hours of class time. Similarly, in a previously 
mentioned study, 33.3% of words from the 2k frequency level occurred only once in a 
textbook corpus representing an entire book (Matsuoka & Hirsch, 2010). So there is 
reason to think that many words in the targeted 1k-3k zones will not be repeated ten times 
or more in the textbook series investigated here; this is the basis for Hypothesis 2a above. 
The addition of the workbooks, which are supposed to be used to complement and 
reinforce the textbook content, is expected to improve the recycling of the words in the 
corpus.   
 The third question concerns 1k, 2k, and 3k word families (using Nation’s 2006 
BNC-based lists) that are missing entirely. These are important to include on the 
proposed SEL. After analysing the studies presented above, there is reason to think that 
there will be many missing words in the high-frequency zones in the textbook corpus. 
These words will be identified and selected to be included in the new word list.  





 The fourth research question deals with the word families from the 4,000 through 
the 8,000-level. According to Nation (2006), these are words that (along with the more 
basic 1,000, 2,000 and 3,000-level words) provide a good level of coverage of 
unsimplified texts in English. Therefore, they are essential to help students develop their 
reading comprehension. It is reasonable to think that some words from the 4,000 to 8,000 
levels will occur, but due to the limits on what can reasonably be included in three 
textbooks, the corpus is not expected to contain all the words at these levels (as stated in 
the hypothesized outcome for question 4 above). Those that do occur are not expected to 
be recycled often enough to be learned by secondary ESL students. 
 Ideally, Quebec learners would complete their secondary ESL courses with 
knowledge of more than 3,000 high frequency words. All of the 8,000 or 9,000 frequent 
English words that Nation (2006) has identified as being important for effective reading 
of unsimplified English texts would be an even better aim. However, as mentioned 
previously in this thesis, this seems to be an unrealistically high goal. In a study that 
involved testing over 1,000 students on a measure of receptive vocabulary size, White et 
al. (2012) found that at the end of their secondary ESL training, there were still 
substantial gaps in learners’ knowledge of words at the crucial 1,000, 2,000 and 3,000 
levels. Therefore, it was decided that the pedagogical list should definitely include any of 
the 1,000, 2,000 and 3,000 most frequent words of English that do not recur frequently in 
the learning materials. Recently, Schmitt (2011) has also emphasized the importance of 
mid-level vocabulary between the 3,000 and 9,000 most frequent zones. If the textbook 
corpus analysis identifies only a handful of missing words at the 1,000, 2,000 and 3,000 
levels, then the bar should be raised to include the words from the 4,000 to the 8,000-





levels. As mentioned, the goal was to create a list of several hundred ‘most needed’ 
words that can eventually serve as the focus of supplementary vocabulary learning 
activities. 





Chapter 3. Methodology 
 In this section, I will present the methodology that was adopted to carry out this 
research project. It is divided into two parts. First, I will describe the materials used in the 
analysis. Second, I will outline the procedures for gathering the corpus and for making 
the word list. 
Materials 
 Textbook Selection 
 For the purposes of this study, I have chosen a series of secondary ESL books 
used in Quebec. The series is included in the 2011/2012-list of pedagogical materials 
approved by the Ministère de L’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport Québec (MELS) to be 
used in ESL classes in schools in the province. In addition, these books were identified as 
being used by three of the seven schools visited in a recent data collection in the Montreal 
area (Horst et al., 2011). 
 The series chosen is Collection Quest for cycle 2 published by Chenelière 
Éducation. It contains three volumes (for secondary levels 3, 4 and 5) with a variety of 
activities including reading, grammar, listening and tasks which were specially designed 
for secondary students in Québec. Each of the three textbooks has an accompanying 
workbook. In addition to the texts of the learning activities presented in the books, the 
corpus includes headings, titles, instructions for tasks, notes, examples, dialogues, fill-in-
the-blank exercises, and the written scripts of listening activities that are also provided in 
written format. For practical reasons, other audio materials (e.g. DVDs and CDs) and the 





teacher’s guide were not included in the materials selected for the corpus; in other words, 
the corpus reflects written textbook and workbook material.  It is recognized that this 
provides a comprehensive but not entirely complete picture of the vocabulary input that 
users of the textbook series are exposed to. For the purpose of this research, both the 
textbooks and the workbooks were analysed. However, only the textbooks were used to 
select the final word-list. The reason for this decision was the finding that the majority of 
secondary ESL teachers I surveyed for a study by Horst et al. (2011) use only the 
textbooks in their classes.  
 Corpus design 
 The SEC (Secondary ESL Corpus) contains all of the running words in the three 
volumes of the secondary-level textbooks and workbooks. The corpus is divided into sub-
corpora at three levels: the book chapter, the book, and the textbook plus the workbook 








































 Corpus collection 
 In order to gather the SEC identified above, the content of the textbooks was 
scanned using the software ABBYY Fine Reader 5 Sprint Plus, which allows images to 
be saved in .txt or .doc extensions. Due to possible distortions related to the images in the 
textbooks, some sections or chapters were typed using Microsoft Office Word Processor 
software.  
 Each chapter was saved in .doc extension and edited for spelling and other 
possible distortions caused by the scanning process and/or typing. Subsequently, each file 
was saved in text format (.txt extension), completing the first level of sub-corpora in the 
study (the unit/chapter level). 
 To facilitate the creation of the sub-corpora and the corpus at the next levels (e.g. 
the book level, the textbook plus workbook level, and the SEC level), each text file was 
entered into the text-tool Corpus Builder, available at Lextutor. This website (available at 
www.lextutor.ca) offers a variety of software tools for processing corpora. The software 
joined up the components of each file, built each of the subsequent corpora, and finally 
joined these together to form the larger textbook corpus (SEC).  
 Analyses and list building 
 The frequency analysis in this study was done using lists based on the British 
National Corpus (BNC). The reasons for choosing a corpus of British English and not a 
corpus of North American English for this research are as follows: First, the tools freely 





available for corpus analysis offer frequency profiling software that uses the BNC as its 
base; second, there is great overlap of high-frequency words in frequency lists based on 
different corpora (Nation, 2001), which make them very stable. In addition, the BNC lists 
are based on an updated corpus and allow for more nuanced frequency distinctions than 
previous programs (e.g. Nation & Laufer’s earlier 1995 version of Vocabprofile). 
In order to answer research questions 1 and 4 about the extent to which the 1,000-8,000 
most frequent words of English are found in the textbooks, the SEC and each of the sub 
corpora was entered in the Range software (Heatley, Nation, & Coxhead, 2002). The 
software identified the frequency of each word in 1,000-word bands based on the British 
National Corpus (Nation, 2006). The Range software shows how the most frequent words 
are represented in the textbooks by providing the frequency profile of the corpus content. 
That is, the Range output shows the number of textbook families that are on the list of the 
1,000 most frequent English word families according to the BNC, the number on the list 
of the 1,001-2,000 most frequent, the 2,001-3,000 and so on. The output also provides 
extra information about mid-frequency, low-frequency and off-list words. As an example 
of the output, Table 1 below shows the vocabulary profile of a section of this thesis with 










Frequency Distribution  for a Section of This Thesis 
Freq. level  Tokens/%  Types/%  Families 
1k                          993/78.13              301/65.86              229 
2k                          112/ 8.81               76/16.63               60 
3k                         31/ 2.44               13/ 2.84               11 
4k                          38/ 2.99               16/ 3.50               15 
5k                          12/ 0.94                6/ 1.31                5 
6k   1/ 0.08                1/ 0.22                1 
7k                          7/ 0.55                5/ 1.09                5 
8k                          8/ 0.63                3/ 0.66                2 
9k                           1/ 0.08                1/ 0.22                1 
10k                          4/ 0.31                2/ 0.44                1 
11k                          0/ 0.00                0/ 0.00                0 
12 k                         1/ 0.08                1/ 0.22                1 
13k                          2/ 0.16                1/ 0.22                1 
14k                          9/ 0.71                2/ 0.44                2 
15k                         15/ 1.18                6/ 1.31                6 
not in the lists             37/ 2.91               23/ 5.03            ????? 
Total                       1271                   457                   340 





 As for research question 2, which pertains to the recycling of words across the 
books, the analysis involved entering each sub-corpus into the Range software. The goal 
was to determine whether the 1k, 2k and 3k words that are found in the books recur often 
enough for them to be considered as known. We have a series for three years of school, 
with a total of three books. The first criterion was to verify if the words occur in all three 
books, providing students with spaced repetitions of these words. By way of illustration, 
Table 2 shows words that occur in five individual pages of this thesis. Note that 
‘vocabulary’ and ‘lexical’ occur in each of these pages (designated in the output as F1, 
F2, F3, F4, and F5), while ‘profile’ occurs in only two of the pages and ‘because’ in only 
one of the pages.  
Table 2 
Range – Partial Results 
Freq. level Families Range Freq. Family F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 
1 because 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 
1 english 4 14 1 4 4 5 0 
2 knowledge 3 7 3 2 2 0 0 
4 vocabulary 5 18 2 4 2 4 6 
4 profile 2 2 0 1 1 0 0 
5 corpus 4 8 3 1 2 0 2 
8 textbook 3 7 0 0 1 2 4 
10 pedagogy 3 4 1 0 2 0 1 
14 lexical 5 8 1 1 3 2 1 





 Subsequently, I had to verify whether these 1k, 2k and 3k words were recycled at 
least ten times (or more) in the entire corpus. The same Range software was used for this 
analysis. In addition to the totals shown in Table 1, Range output also lists all word 
families in a submitted text (in this case, the entire corpus). These are grouped by 
frequency list (1k, 2k, 3k, etc.) with numbers of occurrences in brackets. To illustrate, 
here is a sample of 3k families from a portion of this thesis.  
BNC-3,000 families: [ fams 42 : types 54 : tokens 167 ]  
approximate_[2] artificial_[1] author_[14] behave_[1] canada_[1] capture_[1] 
cart_[1] chunk_[1] compile_[2] comprehensive_[1] contrast_[1] convey_[2] core_[1] 
electronic_[1] expose_[3] extract_[1] frequent_[81] grammar_[3] illustrate_[1] 
invent_[1] manual_[1] multi_[3] neglect_[2] norm_[1] oral_[1] origin_[2] outcome_[1] 
portion_[1] predict_[2] quantity_[3] reveal_[2] scope_[1] sole_[1] speculate_[1] 
supplement_[3] tense_[5] thus_[5] token_[1] transform_[1] upper_[2] versus_[2] 
zone_[6]  
The result of this analysis is a list of 1k, 2k, 3k words that are assumed to be known by 
the textbook users. These were excluded from the SEL. 
 Answering the third research question about the high-frequency words that are 
missing in the textbooks involved developing a word list based on the previous results. In 
order to build the word list, I included any missing 1k, 2k, and 3k families on the BNC 
list; i.e. families that do not occur in the textbook corpus at all. I also included any 1k, 2k, 
and 3k families that occur in the materials but are not considered known according to the 





criteria used to answer the second research question. That is, any words from these 
frequency levels that occur in only two textbooks (or fewer) or nine times (or fewer) in 
the corpus as a whole were considered as words in need of further instructional focus, and 
were therefore included on the SEL.   
 To identify the missing words, I used the Vocabprofile program at Lextutor. This 
program allows the user to identify the frequency profile by families and also the words 
that are missing in each frequency level. In my analysis, the ‘text’ consisted of all of the 
words on the 1k, 2k and 3k BNC frequency lists found in the textbook corpus. The option 
VP-Negative was selected and the software provided me with a list containing all the 1k, 
2k and 3k level words that are missing entirely in the books. Of interest are the BNC 
words that are unique, i.e. the items that do not overlap with the known words. These 
words plus the under-represented words at the same frequency levels make up the SEL. 
 The procedure was expected to result in a list of only several hundred words, but 
as we will see, the number of ‘missing’ words proved to be very high. This means it was 
not practical to also include the 4,000-8,000-level words in this secondary pedagogical 
word list. If the inclusion of these mid-frequency words had proved feasible, the list 
could have done an even better job of meeting the goals for secondary students aiming to 
pursue CEGEP and University studies. However, we have opted in favour of practicality. 
 Finally, the software Familizer, available at Lextutor, was used to produce a full 
family list for all the words in the list. Thus the family for headword ‘symbol’ will 
include symbolic, symbolism and symbolize. 





Chapter 4. Results 
 In the following chapter, the four research questions will be answered. The first 
research question addresses how well the most frequent words in English (1k-3k) are 
represented in the books. The second research question deals with the recycling of these 
words across the books and in the whole corpus. The third research question identifies 
high-frequency missing words in the books. Finally, the forth research question focuses 
on the occurrence of the words from the 4,000 to the 8,000 frequency levels, which offer 
L2 reader, according to Nation 2006, the minimum vocabulary level needed for reading 
comprehension of unsimplified texts in English (in addition to the 3,000 frequent words 
needed for basic comprehension). 
RQ 1a: To what extent are all of the 1,000, 2,000 and 3,000 most frequent word families 
of English represented in a widely used sequence of secondary textbooks? 
 The textbook corpus is composed of 283,299 running words and a total of 7,037 
word families. In terms of high-frequency words, the frequency distribution (Table 3) 
shows that over 98% of the 1k word families occur in the books. A similar result is found 
at the 2k level, with the occurrence of 95% of families in the corpus. At the 3k level, the 
number of families represented in the books is over 85%. The results show that most of 
the high-frequency word families are represented in the books, with a minor decline in 
occurrence at the 3k level. Therefore, my first hypothesis that high frequency words are 
underrepresented in the vocabulary content of the book series is not confirmed here. 
There are some deficits, but they are not large. 






Frequency Distribution of the Words in the Textbooks – 1k to 3K  
Freq. level  Tokens/%  Types/%  Families 
1k                       224535/79.26  3486/22.11              989 
2k                       22997/ 8.12  2591/16.44              950 
3k                       8067/ 2.85             1693/10.74              856 
 
RQ 1.b.: Does this change with the inclusion of the workbooks? 
 The textbook corpus combined with the workbook sub-corpora resulted in a total 
of 364,342 running words and about 7,566 word families. The frequency distribution of 
the 1k, 2k and 3k level words (Table 4) does not show substantial differences after the 
addition of the workbooks to the corpus. At the 1k level, only one additional word is 
found in the workbooks; at the 2k and 3k levels, 9 and 20 new words occur in the 
workbooks, respectively. Since the workbooks are expected to recycle and reinforce the 
content of the textbooks, the results shown in Table 4 are not surprising. The results 
confirm my hypothesis for this research question which is that generally, the use of 
workbooks does not greatly increase the numbers of 1k, 2k and 3k words the textbook 
users are exposed to. 
 
 






Frequency Distribution of the Words in the Textbooks and Workbooks – K1 to K3  
Freq. level      Families               Families 
    (Textbooks)   (Textbooks & workbooks) 
1k                                   989                                    990 
2k                                  950                                         959 
3k                                   856                                876 
 
RQ 2.a.: To what extent are these words used repeatedly across the books (in all three 
books) and in the entire corpus (10 times or more)?  
 The recycling of high-frequency words in the SEC changes considerably from the 
1k to the 3k levels (Table 5). Most of the 1k level words (94%) occur 10 times or more in 
the corpus, while only 65% of the 2k words are repeated 10 times or more. At the 3k 
level the recycling of words is even lower; only 27% of these words are repeated 10 times 
or more. There is a substantial decline in the recycling of these words at the 3k level; 
consequently, opportunities to learn these words are not well supported. 
 For the purposes of this research, a word is considered well represented in the 
corpus if: (1) it is repeated 10 times or more in the corpus; and (2) it occurs in all three 
books (spaced repetitions). Table 6 shows the percentage of words in the core textbooks 
that reach these criteria. Out of 989 1k words found in the books, 908 meet the criteria. 





There is a large difference in the recycling of the 2k and 3k words in the corpus. Out of 
the 950 2k words in the corpus, only 560 meet the criteria. Out of 856 3k words in the 
corpus, only 190 are recycled 10 times or more and occur in the three books.  The results 
partially confirm my hypothesis that most words are not recycled more than 10 times and 
do not occur in all 3 books.   
Table 5 
Words Recycled in the SEC (Secondary ESL Corpus)  
 
Freq. level Families Less than 10x 10x or more 
1k 989 57 (6%) 932 (94%) 
2k 950 328 (35%) 622 (65%) 
3k 856 624 (73%) 232 (27%) 
Table 6 
The Recycling of Words (repeated 10x or more) Across the Books  
Freq. level Words 
repeated 10x 
or more 
Repeated in 3 
books 
Repeated in 2 
books 
Repeated in 1 
book 
1k 932 908 (97%) 24 (3%) 0% 
2k 622 560 (90%) 60 (9.7%) 2 (0.3%) 
3k 232 190 (82%) 39 (17%) 2 (1%) 





RQ 2.b.: Does this change with the inclusion of the workbooks? 
 The inclusion of the workbook content to the corpus brings a minor improvement 
in the recycling of the words. In terms of the number of times a word is considered well 
represented in this research, the 1k level shows an increase of 26 words with the addition 
of the workbooks. At the 2k and 3k levels, the addition of the workbooks brings 69 and 
61 extra words, respectively, that are repeated 10 time or more in the entire corpus (table 
7). The results show that only 156 more words out of 3,000 (1k, 2k and 3k levels) reach 
the first criterion defined in this research. It does not fully confirm my hypothesis that the 
addition of the workbook content improves the recycling of the words. 
Table 7 
Words Recycled 10 times or more in the SEC (textbooks plus workbooks)  
Freq. level Families 
(textbooks) 





10x or more 
(textbooks + 
workbooks) 
1k 989 932 990 958 
2k 950 622 959 691 









RQ 3. Which 1,000, 2,000, 3,000-level words are missing in the core textbooks? 
 Given that most secondary ESL teachers do not use the workbooks in class, only 
the content of the core textbooks was used in this analysis. The total number of missing 
words by level is as follows: 1k level - 18 words; 2k level – 65 words; and 3k level – 158 
words. These numbers represent the total number of missing words without the exclusion 
of proper nouns and words mostly used in British English. The exclusion of these words 
was done later during the selection of the SEL (Secondary ESL List). The results partially 
confirm my hypothesis that many 1,000 to 3,000-level words are missing in the books. 
RQ 4. To what extent are all of the 4,000, 5,000, 6,000, 7,000 and 8,000 most frequent 
word families of English represented in the core textbooks? 
 Table 8 shows the frequency distribution of the words from the 4k level to the 8k 
level. The occurrence of these words in the textbooks decreases substantially if compared 
to the 1k, 2k and 3k levels. At the 4k and 5k levels, more than half of the words occur in 
the books, but there are still many words missing. At the 6k level, less than half of the 
words occur in the books. At the 8k level, only about 29% of these word families are 
present in the textbooks. The results show students have very few opportunities to 
encounter these words in the materials. My hypothesis that most 4,000, 5,000, 6,000, 
7,000 and 8,000-level words are missing in the books is confirmed. 
 In terms of the recycling of these words, few of them reach the first criterion used 
in this research (words repeated 10 times or more). Table 9 shows that most of the words 
at these frequency levels are repeated fewer than 10 times in the entire corpus, leaving 





few opportunities for students to encounter them in the materials. Out of the 5,000 words 
from the 4k to the 8k levels, only 245 (5%) are recycled 10 times or more in the corpus. 
Tables 8 and 9 show that the vocabulary needed for reading comprehension of 
unsimplified materials is not well represented in the textbooks. 
Table 8 
Frequency Distribution of the Words in the Textbooks – K4 to K8  
Word list  Tokens/%  Types/%  Families 
4k                        5656/ 2.00             1207/ 7.66              703 
5k                        2952/ 1.04              828/ 5.25              564 
6k                         2183/ 0.77              619/ 3.93              460 
7k                       2140/ 0.76              438/ 2.78              334 
8k                        801/ 0.28              356/ 2.26              292 
Table 9 
Words Recycled in the SEC (Secondary ESL Corpus)  
Freq. level Families Less than 10x 10x or more 
4k 703 573 (82%) 129 (18%) 
5k 564 516 (91%) 48 (9%) 
6k 460 428 (93%) 32 (7%) 
7k 334 309 (93%) 25 (7%) 
8k 292 281 (96%) 11 (4%) 





 To summarize, the results presented above show that there is a deficit in the 
vocabulary content of the textbooks. The 1k level is well represented in the books, but 
starting at the 2k level, there are deficits in the occurrence and recycling of these words. 
Most words at the 2k level are present in the books; however, many of them are not 
adequately recycled. There is also a clear a deficit in the representation of the 3k level 
words in the book, particularly in the recycling of most of these words. In addition, there 
is a substantial gap in the representation of the important words from the 4k to the 8k 
levels.  
 Among the high-frequency levels (1k-3k) discussed here, the 3k is the one that 
requires more attention. In order to fill in the gap in lexical content, a list of 1,281 word 
families was developed following the methodology previously described. This list can be 
used to guide the development of supplemental materials that will give support to the 
learning of high-frequency words in English. For a complete supplemental list of 1,281 
word families, see appendix A. 





Chapter 5. Discussion 
 In this chapter, I will discuss the results of the analysis of the secondary Quebec 
ESL Quebec Textbook Corpus (SEC). The two versions of this corpus contain 283,299 
running words (textbooks only) and 364,342 running words (textbooks plus workbooks). 
It was compiled from three ESL textbooks used in the three last years of the secondary 
level in many schools in Québec. I will explain the deficits found in the current materials 
in terms of high-frequency words, mid-frequency words, and their implications for the 
learning of these words. I will also give more details about the pedagogical word-list that 
can be used as a supplement to the current books. 
The High-Frequency Levels  
 Researchers widely agree that high-frequency vocabulary must be taught in 
ESL/EFL classrooms, and that learners benefit from learning it (Schmitt, 2011; Nation, 
2001).  Nation (2001) emphasizes that anything we can do in order to teach students the 
most frequent words in English is highly beneficial to their lexical knowledge. Based on 
the principle that vocabulary frequency is one of the most fundamental aspects of 
language of interest to teachers, students and textbook writers (Schmitt, 2010), we could 
assume that ESL textbooks focus a great deal of their content on these words. Although 
the results of the study show that most of the words in the textbooks belong to the high-
frequency word bands, there are important issues with the way they are represented in the 
books. 





 At the 1,000-level, 989 words occur in the textbooks (Table 3) and 908 of these 
are recycled 10 time or more and in the three books (Tables 5 & 6). The inclusion of the 
workbooks does not change this picture, showing that its use does not increase the 
number of 1k words textbook users are exposed to. But what kinds of words form the 1k-
level included in the SEC? Many of them are function words, the following being the 
most frequent ones in the corpus: ‘the’, ‘to’, ‘and’, and ‘a’. They occur in the corpus 
respectively 15,113 times; 8,466 times; 6,892 times; and 7,745 times. There are also 
many content words such as ‘people’, ‘work’, ‘life’, ‘day’, and ‘music’, among others. 
Although they are very basic English words, it is important to mention that secondary 
students in Québec need to increase their vocabulary level in all high-frequency bands, 
even the very basic 1k. Work by White et al (2012) showed that the mean number of 1k 
words known by Quebec students in their last year of secondary was incomplete, 
amounting to about 800 families. The investment in learning all of the 1k families is 
worth making. The knowledge of these words will provide students with approximately 
70-75% known text coverage (Nation, 2001), which is still far from the ideal 98% known 
text coverage, but a substantial step towards it. It is clear that the books investigated here 
represent the essential 1k-level very well, providing students with the necessary exposure 
to these words. But the finding that the secondary students investigated by Horst et al 
(2011) did not know the full 1k list suggests that exposure alone may not be enough to 
ensure that this important vocabulary is learned. I return to this point in the section on 
pedagogical implications. 
 As for the next frequency levels, the 2k and the 3k, the representation of these 
words in the three ESL books changes considerably. Most words at these levels occur in 





the books (950 at the 2k level and 856 at the 3k-level), showing that very few words are 
missing entirely in the corpus. Some examples of the most frequent 2k word families in 
the SEC with the number of occurrences in brackets are: ‘text’ (695), ‘below’ (207), and 
‘animal’ (210). Among the most frequent 3k word families in the SEC with the number 
of occurrences in brackets we find: ‘grammar’ (180), ‘adventure’ (128), and ‘invent’ 
(174). The inclusion of the workbooks does not change this picture in a way that was 
expected by my hypothesis. Only 156 extra words were considered well represented in 
the books, which is a very low improvement in the number of words that occur and in 
their repetition across the books. In addition, we learned that most ESL teachers that use 
these books reported that they do not use the workbooks as part of their pedagogical 
materials.   
 Although most of the 2k and 3k level words occur in the books, the number of 
repetitions and their recycling across the books do not meet the requirements to be 
considered well represented in the books. Only 560 2k words and 190 3k words are 
recycled 10 times or more and in the three textbooks. As examples, a 3k word such as 
‘intervene’, occurs only once in the corpus; a 3k word such as ‘retain’ occurs only twice 
in the corpus and in only one of the three books. It means that students will be able to 
encounter these words in their books only once or twice during the three last years of 
secondary school. Richards (2001) stresses that words in language samples are relevant to 
language learners only when they are presented frequently in a wide range. For this 
reason, I conclude that most of the 2k and 3k words need to be made more available to 
students using these textbooks.   





 There is clearly a deficit in the occurrence of the high-frequency words in the 
books. If we count all the missing and the underrepresented words, there are 
approximately 1,281 words out of 3,000 that students will not encounter or will rarely 
encounter in their textbooks. What is the implication of this deficit for their ability to 
understand written texts in English? Coverage figures for the 3k vary somewhat 
depending on frequency lists and corpora used by different researchers. Nation’s (2006) 
work using more recent BNC-based lists found between 89% and 95% coverage for 
various text genres. For this reason, if students have difficulties understanding the 
meaning of these basic words, they will have problems with basic reading comprehension 
of texts in English. Although knowledge of the 1k, 2k and 3k word families in English 
does not meet the 98% coverage proposed by (Nation 2006), they clearly form an 
important  list of words to know; it is also a realistic goal for the three last years of 
secondary studies. 
The Mid-Frequency Level 
 As previously mentioned, the ideal known word coverage necessary to understand 
and enjoy reading text in English is approximately 98%, which means a reader should 
have a vocabulary as large as 8,000 to 9,000 most frequent words in English (Nation, 
2006). The analysis of the SEC showed that words beyond the 3k level are not well 
represented in the textbooks or do not occur at all. A closer analysis of words from the 4k 
to the 8k levels showed considerable deficits in their occurrences. As tables 8 and 9 
show, even when the words occur, they are not recycled consistently in the books. Out of 
the 5,000 words included in these frequency levels, only 5% (245) are recycled more than 





10 times. Examples of mid-frequency words that occur only once in the entire corpus are: 
‘precaution’ (4k); ‘drawback’ (5k); ‘deception’ (6k). It is unreasonable to think that all 
the words from the 1k to the 8k levels would be repeated ten times or more and in all 
three books, but there is clear evidence that the mid-frequency level words were not a 
priority when these books were designed. These results are similar to previously 
mentioned textbook corpus research that showed very limited learning possibilities 
beyond the 2k level (Alsaif & Milton, 2012; Matsuoka & Hirsh, 2010). 
 The great deficits in the mid-level vocabulary are not exclusive to the textbooks 
used in secondary schools in Québec. It is not surprising that the words at the 3k 
frequency level and the lower frequency levels are not recycled as often as the 1k and 2k 
vocabulary. In an investigation of a variety of written texts commonly encountered by 
ESL learners (press, fiction and academic), Cobb (2007) found that few words beyond 
the 2k level are recycled well enough to be learned. The author concludes that, in order to 
deal with these important words, it is necessary to use supplemental materials that could 
increase learners' exposure to them. This is precisely the kind of need the SEL is intended 
to address. 
 The issue of teaching high-frequency words is well established and all of the 
textbooks investigated in this study show that there are attempts to represent these words 
in pedagogical materials. However, the mid-level vocabulary represents a frequency zone 
that has received very little attention from materials designers (Schmitt, 2011). How can 
we teach all these words within the time constraints of a language class and the limits of a 
textbook? My suggestion here is that first, we should focus on the best ways to 
effectively teach high-frequency words. Second, we need to start thinking about the mid-





frequency vocabulary as an essential tool for reading comprehension. If time and 
materials limit the teaching of all these words, a selection of the most relevant words to 
specific learners should be made (e.g. words from the 4k to the 8k levels that are used in 
the academic setting). These are ideas that I will return to in the section on pedagogical 
implications. 
The SEL         
  After analysing the SEC and identifying the gaps in the occurrence and recycling 
of the high-frequency English words, this study proposes a word list that contains the 
missing and underrepresented words in these bands. All proper nouns were also removed. 
The reasoning for this is as follows: Some of the proper nouns are parts of lexical sets 
that are likely to be already known (e.g. Thursday and April) to secondary learners of 
English through previous study. Others such as the names of countries (e.g. Canada and 
New Zealand) can be considered to be lexically transparent and not really items that need 
to be taught. In addition, words that were identified as mostly used in British English 
such as ‘bloke’ and ‘quid’ were eliminated from the final SEL. The selection of ‘British 
words’ was made with the help of a native speaker of English (North American variety). 
The idea is neither to replace the existing textbooks nor to challenge the quality of their 
content. The SEL can be used to guide teachers in their lexical choices for extra 
activities. If teachers are able to make all these words available to learners in the 
classroom, the quality of the classroom input can be improved considerably.    
 It is important to remember that the context of our research is the secondary level 
in Québec, which is arguably an EFL context (Lightbown & Spada, 1994). When 





learners’ main contact with the English language is in the classroom environment, it is 
important to make sure that this input is large enough and of good quality. Two important 
studies show the need for a more extensive attention to these words in Québec schools: 
first, the substantial gaps in vocabulary knowledge at the high-frequency levels identified 
among secondary students (White et al, 2012); second, the lack of receptive knowledge 
of high frequency words indentified in university entrance level tests of Francophone 
students (Cobb, 2000).  
 A new ESL word list was created to address the deficits in the high-frequency 
vocabulary in the current pedagogical materials. The goal is to assist teachers in their 
word choices when they choose, adapt, or develop new activities to be used in the 
classroom.  All 1,281 headwords of the SEL can be found in Appendix A. A sample of 









Chapter 6. Implications and Conclusions 
 To summarize, the main findings of this study show that there are considerable 
deficits in the vocabulary presented in the three books of the Collection Quest. These 
gaps are related to the frequency of words occurring in the books and their range across 
the materials. The 1k level was considered well represented because most words at this 
level occur in the books frequently and are widely recycled across the volumes. At the 2k 
and 3k levels, most words also occur in the books; however their frequency and range of 
occurrence is not satisfactory to promote vocabulary learning.  
 In order to address the issue of making these very important words available to 
learners, the current study aimed to create a new English word list to complement the 
lexical content of ESL textbooks used in secondary classrooms in Quebec. The idea was 
to give these students more opportunities to encounter the 3,000 most frequent words in 
English, providing teachers with a list of selected words that should be taught explicitly. 
The result was a list containing 1,281 high-frequency word families (appendix A).  
 As for the mid-frequency vocabulary, results show that students have very few 
opportunities to encounter these words in their books. Most of the words between the 3k 
and the 9k levels are not recycled frequently in the corpus. Although there is a clear 
deficit in vocabulary at these frequency bands, it was not practical to include them in the 
SEL. There were already too many important high-frequency words that should be made 
available to learners, so the inclusion of more words in the list would make it too large 
and too unrealistic to work with in only three years of ESL classes at the secondary level.    






 Although the findings of the study and the resulting SEL are expected to be useful 
to both materials designers and ESL students, there are some limitations to this study that 
should be considered. First, I consider limitations of the vocabulary-focused approach 
taken in this study. I am not aware of any ESL textbook series that is specifically 
designed to present and systematically recycle high frequency words (though a notable 
exception is Schmitt and Schmitt’s (2005) Focus on Vocabulary: Mastering the 
Academic Word List). Writers of integrated skills textbooks like Quest and other 
secondary ESL series designed for Quebec schools appear to have priorities other than 
vocabulary. These include motivating themes, authentic texts, tasks that promote oral 
interaction, and supplementary grammar support. Nowhere in the back covers or in the 
online promotional materials about Quest is there mention of a frequency-informed 
approach to vocabulary. Therefore, it is somewhat unfair to fault the materials for 
something they did not set out to do. I also acknowledge that taking into consideration the 
varied and complex structure of a textbook, using a list of frequent words to design it can 
be a very complicated task. I recognize that it may be challenging for textbook writers to 
include high-frequency vocabulary and, at the same time, make useful materials (e.g. in 
terms of grammar, thematic lexis, interesting activities, etc.).  
 In addition, the frequency-focused approach taken in this study assumes that all 
learners seek to reach a high level of proficiency in English and the emphasis has been on 
preparing learners for future academic study. More particularly, the research assumes that 
a high level of literacy in English is a goal shared by all. While I remain convinced that 





knowing high frequency vocabulary is an efficient route to L2 literacy and to L2 
proficiency generally, not all learners will see this as a personal aim. I recognize that 
words that are relevant to one student may not be of interest to all secondary students. 
Thus even though aircraft and vehicle are high frequency 2k words, some learners may 
never have any need to use them. Therefore, the words plane and car would meet their 
needs.   
 Another limitation is the narrowness of the study’s focus, which is mainly on 
high-frequency families and their occurrence in the Quest materials. The study does not 
solve the issue related to practicality of teaching the mid-frequency words. It would be 
interesting in a future study to look more closely at the occurrence of mid-frequency 
words in a larger textbook corpus and the words that are missing. It seems likely that 
many mid-frequency words are French-English cognates that French-speaking learners of 
English can get ‘for free’ via activation of cognate awareness. Investigating this 
intriguing possibility was beyond the scope of this study.  
 There are also limitations related to the corpus methodology. The first of these 
pertains to the size of the corpus. Only one series of ESL textbooks was analysed in this 
study. Ideally, several other comparable series would be scanned and analyzed. This 
would help us understand whether Quest is typical or perhaps unusually rich (or poor) in 
its presentation and recycling of frequent vocabulary. A larger textbook corpus would 
also be useful in producing a more valid (and useful) pedagogical list. Clearly, the SEC 
cannot claim to represent the exact textbook vocabulary input received by all students in 
secondary ESL classes in Quebec. In order to obtain this figure, it would be necessary to 





analyse all textbooks and extra materials used by all ESL secondary teachers in the area, 
which could be a very complex task. Also, in the absence of classroom data, we do not 
know the extent to which particular words were recycled in activities. It is also possible 
that teachers taught some of the words explicitly. 
 Finally, another limitation is the reliance on frequency lists based on the British 
National Corpus. This is not a serious shortcoming: Analyses using frequency lists based 
on British corpora consistently provide comparable frequency profiles of texts from 
American, Australian, Canadian and British sources (Martini, 2011, unpublished paper). 
Nonetheless, lists based on a Canadian corpus would have been ideal for this project. 
Unfortunately, such frequency lists and analysis tools do not yet exist for Canadian 
English. 
Implications for Research 
 The analysis of the Quest series makes a research contribution by doing a 
textbook analysis that has not been done in Quebec before. The secondary ESL materials 
approved by the Ministry of Education in Québec have never been analysed for their 
vocabulary content and its implications in second language vocabulary acquisition.  As a 
consequence, there was no clear description of the vocabulary input supplied by these 
books, leaving teachers with no guidance in terms of vocabulary instruction. The future 
direction for this research is to compile a more comprehensive corpus that includes all 
textbooks used in these secondary schools. This larger corpus would allow teachers to 
make more efficient choices for their Ministry-approved and supplemental materials. 





 In order to really understand the input the learners are exposed and the vocabulary 
in it, we also need studies that are more closely focused on language classrooms. An ideal 
study should include the different types and sources of input students are exposed to in 
the classroom. For example, we could combine analyses of the following sources: the 
current SEC; the information about which parts of the book students actually use in class 
or at home; the supplemental materials used in class; and finally, the recordings of 
teacher talk. All these sources of input could be analysed using the same tools I used to 
analyze the SEC. The results would show us a more comprehensive picture of the 
classroom input secondary students in Québec are exposed to. The current study is only 
the basis, the first step along the way to a much broader research goal. 
 Finally, this study can also be used in research that measures learner vocabulary 
knowledge at various frequency levels. To what extent do they know the words that are in 
the books? To what extent does the use of the workbooks improve their vocabulary 
knowledge? The SEC could be used to make a vocabulary test that allows teachers to 
assess students’ vocabulary size before and after instruction. Consequently, it would 
allow teachers and materials designers to evaluate the effectiveness of the exposure and 
recycling of words in these books. It is not enough to know which words occur in the 
materials; we also need to know whether learners are picking up any of this language. 
Teachers would also have a better idea of how to guide the next stages of their 
vocabulary instruction.  
 
 





Implications for Teaching 
 The current study shows that teachers would do well to use the entire content of 
the Quest textbooks in order to maximize exposure and take full advantage of the 
vocabulary that occurs in the materials. The books show a very good representation of the 
first 1,000 most frequent words in English, and some deficits at the 2,000 and 3,000 
levels. The issue I found in a teacher survey done in secondary schools in Québec (Horst, 
et al. 2011) was that teachers do not use the entire content of the textbooks and do not 
select supplemental materials with the high-frequency vocabulary in mind. Taking 
materials from different sources can provide students with very interesting themes, but it 
is unlikely to result in systematic exposure to the vocabulary they need to know. 
 Teachers should be aware of frequent vocabulary and its importance for reading 
comprehension of texts in English. They should have access to frequency lists and make 
sure that they are giving attention to all of the 1k, 2k, and 3k level words. Once the 
students acquire these important words, they will be able to increase their vocabulary 
levels focusing on the important mid-level words (between the 3k and 9k levels). The 
current vocabulary knowledge of secondary students in Québec suggests that they do not 
master all the words up to the 3 k level, and that these words should be emphasised in 
their ESL syllabus.    
 How should teachers deal with the high frequency vocabulary? Teachers should 
teach vocabulary explicitly. As previously mentioned, White et al. (2012) showed that 
secondary students in Québec French-medium schools don’t know all of the 1k, 2k and 
3k words in English. Even if the books were able to expose them to many high-frequency 





words and recycle them, exposure alone is probably not enough. Besides, there is very 
little focus on vocabulary in the Quest series. The authors give lists of words with their 
meanings, but they do not provide students with any other strategies to learn these words.  
In order to effectively teach these essential words, explicit vocabulary instruction should 
be part of their ESL classes.  
 Finally, teachers also have to deal with the mid-frequency level words. But how 
can they fit all these words in their classes considering their time and syllabus 
limitations? It is unrealistic to believe that teachers will be able to teach all these words in 
the three last years of secondary schools; however, it is reasonable to suggest that they 
choose certain words to be taught explicitly and that they provide students with strategies 
to improve their vocabulary levels. I suggest the three following steps for vocabulary 
selection and instruction using the SEL and/or the mid-level words. This is just an 
example of the many different vocabulary strategies teachers can use in their classrooms.   
Step 1. In order to prepare students for their future academic studies in CEGEP and/or 
university, it is important that teachers select the words that are used in their academic 
settings. As an example, teachers could select words such as, ‘accommodate’ and 
‘sufficient’, and include them in their supplemental materials (e.g. authentic texts could 
be adapted to include these words).   
Step 2. Raise awareness of French-English cognates in class. Researchers recognize the 
importance and usefulness of cognates in teaching vocabulary, but they agree that these 
connections are not easily recognised by learners (Horst, Cobb, White & Martini, 2012;  
Moss, 1992; Otwinowska-Kasztelanic, 2009). Furthermore, about two-thirds of words 





beyond the 2k level have French, Latin or Greek origins (Nation, 1990). If teachers focus 
part of their instruction time developing English-French cognate awareness, students will 
possibly be able to recognize a large number of words with little effort. As a result, they 
could benefit from their first language to improve their vocabulary size considerably. The 
examples in step one are English-French cognates, ‘accommodate’ (EN) - ‘accommoder’ 
(FR) and ‘sufficient’ (EN) – suffisant (FR).   
Step 3. After working on the meaning of these words, students could be taught how to 
recognize and understand the inflected and derived forms of the same word. Teachers 
could use activities that facilitate the use of these forms and thereby increase their 
students’ exposure to the vocabulary that is being used in the activities. For the examples 
cited above, the following forms could be emphasised:  
Accommodate => accommodated, accommodates, accommodating, accommodation, 
accommodations 
Sufficient => sufficiency, insufficiency, insufficient, insufficiently, sufficiently 
Conclusion 
 There is increasing research interest in textbook corpora and classroom input 
(Alsaif & Milton 2012) with the aim of knowing more about the quality and quantity of 
classroom input learners are exposed to. The current study contributes to this line of 
research. In order to improve secondary Quebec learners’ knowledge of vocabulary in 
English, it is important to understand and evaluate the pedagogical materials these 
students use in their ESL classes. These materials are, in most cases, the main or only 





contact these learners have with their second language; for this reason, they should be 
systematically designed to attend learners’ needs and to improve the acquisition of L2 
vocabulary. 
 Although the scope of my research is limited, the analysis of the vocabulary 
content of Ministry-approved textbooks is unique in that it has not been done in Canada 
or Quebec before. It clearly shows deficits in the representation of important high-
frequency vocabulary and the need for an investigation of a larger textbook corpus. 
Another strength of my study is that it explores a sequence of books, and the 
opportunities to develop vocabulary knowledge over time. If vocabulary acquisition is 
incremental, book series should consider their lexical content as a unit and develop it 
systematically throughout the books. There are great possibilities of improving 
vocabulary acquisition, but for this to happen we need instructional materials that 
prioritise high and mid-frequency word levels.  
 And finally, I hope that this study will be useful to teachers in a way that will help 
them use their existing Ministry-approved books more efficiently, and also help them 
with the selection of vocabulary for supplemental materials. I also hope that researchers 
and materials designers can works together to develop new priorities and solutions for 
teaching vocabulary. In order to improve the books available in the market, it is important 
to understand the deficits in students’ L2 knowledge and to negotiate the realities of the 
classroom with the learner’s needs. 
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This is a sample of the SEL: The complete word family for each headword is shown. 































































































   
appreciate 
 appreciable 
 appreciably 
 appreciated 
 appreciates 
 appreciating 
 appreciation 
 unappreciated 
 appreciative 
 unappreciative 
 appreciatively
 
